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Abstract

Nonprofit organizations exist to meet community needs—often competing against 1.5 million
other nonprofits for resources (e.g., money and staff). Consequently, these charitable
organizations rely on volunteers to support critical functions, such as fundraising and service
provision. Without effective volunteer recruitment strategies, nonprofits may fail to attract the
human capital needed for these functions. Furthermore, undergraduate students—conduits of the
democratic purpose of higher education—represent a special group of volunteers (who also
volunteer at twice the rate of their non-college attending peers). Understanding the volunteer
motivations of undergraduate students enrolled in liberal arts colleges provides implications for
future research, volunteer recruitment efforts (for both higher education and the nonprofit
sector), as well as implications for required volunteering and enhancing the volunteer experience
(and reducing barriers). An online survey was used to gather this information—data was
collected and analyzed from 88 participants (undergraduate students from a liberal arts college in
Richmond, Virginia) that had recently volunteered. This study supported relevant literature on
motivations to volunteer—students were: 1) motivated to volunteer for a number or mix of
reasons, and 2) altruistic motivations (e.g., humanitarian values) were the greatest influence on
decisions to volunteer. This research also supported the importance of understanding,
enhancement, career, and social motivations to volunteer; whereas recognition, protective, and
requirement were the least influential motivations to volunteer among undergraduate college
students in a liberal arts college.
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Becoming Active Citizens:
Motivations to Volunteer Among Undergraduate Students in a Liberal Arts College
As active citizens of democracy, people have long supported community organizations to
further the common good. This support often takes the form of volunteering, or giving freely of
one’s time and ability without financial compensation (“Definition of Volunteering,” n.d.).
Volunteers help to sustain the activities of nonprofit (i.e., community) organizations—these
organizations support vulnerable populations and a wide range of other interests and beliefs
(Salamon, 2012). Many nonprofits dedicate their missions to advancing social causes for
marginalized groups (e.g., health equity for children living in poverty), enhancing the arts (e.g.,
museums and theatres), and much more. A particular category of volunteers, undergraduate
students, support community organizations through capacity building and direct service
activities. According to the Volunteering and Civic Life in America 2015 report, undergraduate
students (ages 18-24) volunteered at twice the rate of their non-college attending peers—25.7%
to 13.6% (Corporation for National and Community Service, 2016). What motivates these
students to volunteer (and at such higher rates)? Clearly their time is filled with educational
experiences on campus, right?
For many undergraduate students, a robust education includes learning opportunities in
and outside of the classroom. Volunteering, coupled with self-reflection, has the potential to
create transformative educational experiences—those where the classroom meets a place and
students gain knowledge and experience in interacting with complex social issues (Saltmarsh,
Hartley, & Clayton, 2009). Considering the original purpose of higher education to prepare
graduates for lives of active citizenship, volunteering provides one avenue for institutions to
fulfill their civic missions as socially responsible universities and colleges (Saltmarsh et al.,
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2009). With benefits to the student, as well as higher education and the nonprofit sector, this
research sought to understand why undergraduate students in a liberal arts college volunteer.
Understanding motivations to volunteer of undergraduate students in a liberal arts college has
implications for future research, volunteer recruitment efforts (for both higher education and the
nonprofit sector), as well as implications for required volunteering and enhancing the volunteer
experience (and reducing barriers).
The Democratic Purpose of Higher Education
Institutions of higher education serve as incubators of the future leaders of (and
participants in) democracy. Atkins and Hart (2003) asserted, “the healthy functioning of a
democratic society depends on citizens actively engaged with each other in achieving community
goals” (p. 163). Simply, institutions of higher education (specifically liberal arts colleges) were
created to develop students into active citizens and champions of the common good. According
to Weis, Nozaki, Granfield, and Olsen (2007), the history of higher education in the United
States has a long tradition of reciprocal relationships with communities to promote scholarship
and educate students, as well as achieve community goals.
Civic engagement in higher education. According to Atkins and Hart (2003), mutual
relationships with communities aid the student in developing his or her civic identity (or sense of
belonging to and being responsible for a community). Describing an element of which scholars
call civic engagement, Goggin (2005) succinctly defined civic engagement as “the ways in which
citizens participate in the life of a community in order to improve conditions for others. . . [and]
shape the community’s future” (p. 236). Specific to colleges and universities, Saltmarsh and
Hartley (2017) provided additional context on the role civic engagement in higher education:
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The “civic” in civic engagement. . . is shaped by the history of a moment seeking to
reclaim the importance of political and democratic participation as a cornerstone of what
it means to be a citizen and as a central purpose of higher education. The “engagement”
in civic engagement underscores the critical importance of authentic reciprocity in
partnerships between those working at colleges and universities and those in the wider
community. (p. 112)
Institutions of higher education support a robust spectrum of civic engagement; students are
involved in activities such as voting and activism, philanthropy (e.g., fundraising), servicelearning courses, and volunteering. According to Fitzgerald, Bruns, Sonka, Furco, and Swanson
(2012), civic engagement in higher education recognizes that learning expands beyond the
borders of an institution—formative educational experiences also happen in non-academic
settings, such as nonprofit organizations. These organizations allow students to engage with
communities and prepare for lives as active citizens.
Liberal arts colleges. The liberal arts college became the first (and oldest) form of
higher education in the United States with the founding of Harvard in 1636 (Hilbun &
Mamiseishvili, 2015). Although the oldest form of higher education, liberal arts colleges
represent a small percentage of the higher education population. With more than 1,800 colleges
and universities in the United States, approximately 233 are liberal arts colleges (“National
Liberal Arts Colleges,” 2017). Despite smaller numbers, liberal arts colleges remain instrumental
to the field of higher education. Supported by Hilbun and Mamiseishvili (2015), “liberal arts
colleges are models for all of higher education and the education they provide is essential to
maintain. . . a democratic society” (p. 6). Different from other forms of postsecondary education,
a liberal arts education prioritizes analytical thinking over content mastery; therefore, teaching
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students how to think and learn (Hilbun & Mamiseishvili, 2015). Celebrated for high-impact
practices, these colleges typically have small class sizes, heavy reliance on student participation,
high levels of student-teacher interaction, and fruitful cross disciplinary collaboration
(Pascarella, Wang, Trolian, & Blaich, 2013). Accordingly, students of a liberal arts provide a
unique lens to understand motivations to volunteer.
Volunteering
According to the National Center for Charitable Statistics, more than 1.5 million
nonprofit organizations were registered in the United States (per 2016 statistics). With charitable
missions, these nonprofit organizations seek to fulfill needs unmet by the private sector and
government (Salamon, 2012). Nonprofits include public charities, private foundations, and other
types of nonprofit organizations such as civic leagues and museums. Accordingly, nonprofits
provide an array of services—from basic needs such as food and shelter, to enhancing education
and the arts (Kramer & Smith, 2015). Volunteers support the functions (and consequently the
charitable missions) of these nonprofit organizations. Per Giving USA 2016, 62.8 million U.S.
adults, or 25.3% of the population, volunteered at nonprofit organizations in 2014; this amounted
to 7.9 billion hours of service or $184 billion (Giving USA Foundation, 2016). Serving as board
members, capacity builders, and direct service providers, many organizations would not exist
without volunteers (Salamon, 2012). According to the Corporation for National and Community
Service (2007), volunteers can be highly effective fundraisers (three out of four nonprofits used
volunteers to fundraise in 2006); are connectors to the community at large; lighten staff
workloads and improve employee satisfaction; and may be better suited to perform certain tasks
than paid staff. Furthermore, some nonprofit organizations have no paid staff and are run entirely
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by volunteers; however, most nonprofits have a combination of paid staff and volunteers
(Kramer & Smith, 2015).
Scope of college student volunteering. Every day, colleges and universities connect
undergraduate students to volunteer opportunities in nonprofit organizations across the nation
(and abroad). A representation of one form of civic engagement, research supports that
volunteering leads to additional engagement (e.g., voting and joining civic associations) and
shapes how students learn to interact with communities (Corporation for National and
Community Service, 2005). According to the Volunteering and Civic Engagement in the United
States, 3 million college students, or 25.7% of the college student population, volunteered at
nonprofits in 2015; this amounted to 286 million hours of service or $6.7 billion (Corporation for
National and Community Service). Students support an array of organizations—religious,
educational, social service, and healthcare organizations were most popular among
undergraduate volunteers in 2015 (Corporation for National and Community Service).
Additionally, these students were most likely to engage in teaching and tutoring, mentoring
youth, fundraising, and collecting or distributing food (Corporation for National and Community
Service, 2015). This section continues with an overview of the benefits of volunteering for its
primary stakeholders: students, higher education institutions, and communities.
Benefits to students. Relevant literature supports that volunteerism benefits the student,
the institution, and the communities in which they volunteer (Holdsworth & Quinn, 2010).
According to the Holdsworth and Quinn (2010), volunteering has both tangible and intangible
benefits to the student. Volunteering is meant to foster a sense of duty and responsibility for
others (i.e., intangible benefits), as well as develop professional skills and expand the student’s
resume to increase employability (i.e., tangible benefits) (Holdsworth & Quinn, 2010). The
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literature also supports volunteering as a tool for personal development (i.e., help the student
become a better person) (Holdsworth & Quinn, 2010) and purpose development or the
“aspiration to do something meaningful with one’s life” (Malin, Han, & Liauw, 2017, p. 1385).
According to Astin and Sax (1998), community engagement has a positive impact on the
student’s academic development (e.g., grade point average), life skill development (e.g.,
interpersonal and critical thinking skills), and sense of civic responsibility (e.g., help those in
need). Additionally, volunteering has been linked to continued civic engagement postgraduation, such as voting and joining community organizations (Malin et al., 2017).
Benefits to institutions and communities. Similar to the notion of corporate social
responsibility in the private sector, institutions of higher education have a duty to be “good
neighbors” and contribute to the common good of their communities (Fitzgerald et al., 2012).
Holdsworth and Quinn (2010) define communities as “those who share a locality or geographical
place, and those who share communities of interest” (p. 121). Volunteerism can contribute to
community cohesion and improve relationships between community members and the institution
(Holdsworth & Quinn, 2010; Fitzgerald et al., 2012). According to Laing (2016), universitycommunity engagement should, “combine university knowledge and community experience to
address social issues and promote the idea of a fair society” (para. 6). Fitzgerald et al. (2012)
supported that engaging the community produces better outcomes (e.g., those with greater
impact and relevance to the community). Additionally, community engagement spurs creativity
and innovation within the institution (Fitzgerald et al., 2012) and improves student retention
(Bandy, n.d.). According to Manetti, Bellucci, Como, and Bagnoli (2015), volunteers benefit the
nonprofit organization and the communities (and community members) in which they serve.
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Having examined the scope of volunteering, as well as stakeholder benefits, this section
continues with an overview of motivations to volunteer.
Motivations to Volunteer
Considering that volunteering involves giving of one’s time and abilities without
financial compensation, why do people—specifically undergraduate college students—choose to
volunteer? Researchers have been fascinated by this question and have sought to understand why
people are motivated to volunteer. According to Bacter and Marc (2016), undergraduate students
have altruistic and self-serving or egotistic motivations to volunteer (also supported by Frisch &
Gerrard, 1981; Cnaan & Goldberg-Glen, 1999). Altruistic motivations are rooted in values and
concern for the wellbeing of others (i.e., the common good), whereas egotistic motivations are
driven by the benefits received from volunteering (e.g., social networks and career skills)
(Horton-Smith, 1981). Additionally, Handy et al. (2010) found that students were motivated to
volunteer for a mix of reasons (i.e., no sole reason). Relevant literature has supported the
significance of altruistic motivations over other motivations to volunteer (McCabe, White, &
Obst, 2007; Handy et al., 2010; Gage & Thapa, 2012; Moore et al., 2014). Simply, research
supports that students volunteer for both selfless and selfish reasons, and that altruistic
motivations have the greatest influence on the student’s decision to volunteer. In practice, this
may look like a student who volunteers to develop valuable career skills, to understand the
healthcare challenges facing the community, and most importantly, to make a difference in his or
her community (i.e. contribute to the common good). These categories of motivations to
volunteer were further defined by Clary et al. (1998) as: values, understanding, social, career,
protective, and enhancement. Additional authors have expanded on the number and classification
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of motivations to volunteer; however, most make mention to Clary et al.’s 1998 study and agree
that volunteer motivations are informed by altruistic and egotistic factors.
Barriers to volunteer. Although motivated, students may face a number of barriers to
volunteer. Evans and Saxton (2005) identified the rising cost of education and the need for paid
work as a challenge to engagement; students have less time to volunteer as a result of paid
positions and school commitments (e.g., classes and coursework). Some students also have
negative perceptions or attitudes towards volunteering (Davis Smith, 1999). Additional barriers,
such as transportation to the nonprofit organization and knowledge of how to get involved
prevent students from volunteering (Evans & Saxton, 2005). Giles and Eyler (1994),
commenting on the decline of volunteering from high school to college, naming the nature of a
college experience as a barrier; students are entering a new community, losing family and social
connections, and often managing more complex demands on their lives (as cited in McCarthy,
1996). Accordingly, the authors recommended reducing barriers to increase volunteer
participation (Evans & Saxton, 2005).
Problem and Significance
The birth of higher education (and particularly liberal arts colleges) marked a
commitment to furthering democratic principles and preparing students for lives as active
citizens. These institutions conditioned students to be analytical thinkers and promoters of the
common good. Fast-forward to today’s society. Complex social problems (e.g., homelessness
and food access) and other interests and beliefs (e.g., enhancing the arts) saturate communities.
Nonprofit organizations exist to fulfill unmet community needs—often competing against 1.5
million other nonprofits for resources (e.g., money and staff). Consequently, these charitable
organizations rely on volunteers to support critical functions, such as fundraising and service
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provision (e.g., mentoring). Given close proximity to the democratic purpose of higher
education, college students represent a special group of volunteers (who also volunteer at twice
the rate of their non-college attending peers)—these students impacted nonprofits in the amount
of 286 million hours of service or $6.7 billion in 2015 (Corporation for National and Community
Service). The benefits of volunteering move beyond the nonprofit—students develop skills to
become active citizens of democracy (e.g., increased understanding of complex social issues),
and higher education institutions and communities strengthen educational outcomes (e.g.,
academic performance and retention rates) and further community goals. With benefits to
multiple stakeholders, understanding motivations to volunteer of undergraduate students in a
liberal arts college (the focus of this study) has implications for future research, volunteer
recruitment efforts (for both higher education and the nonprofit sector), as well as implications
for required volunteering and enhancing the volunteer experience (and reducing barriers).
Research Objectives
This chapter aimed to define volunteering within the nonprofit sector and in higher
education, as well as the benefits and barriers to volunteering. Additionally, the problem
(motivating college students to volunteer) and significance (implications for volunteer
recruitment) were addressed. The guiding research question of this study is: Why do
undergraduate students in a liberal arts college volunteer? The main objectives of this study are
to understand motivations to volunteer specific to undergraduate students and to identity ways to
better recruit undergraduate students to volunteer (with focus on a liberal arts college). Currently
there is a lack of research on motivations to volunteer of undergraduate students in liberal arts
colleges. Understanding the motivations for students to volunteer is important for the recruitment
of volunteers, both for nonprofit organizations and institutions of higher education. To
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accomplish this, undergraduate students in a private liberal arts college who recently volunteered
(Fall 2017 and Spring 2018) were invited to take an online survey about their motivations to
volunteer.
Research Plan
The following chapter presents a review of relevant literature on motivations to
volunteer. Topics include motivations to volunteer among general volunteers and with a focus on
college students, the functional approach to volunteering, and categories of volunteer
motivations. Chapter Three details the study’s methodology and findings, which were collected
through an online survey of recent student volunteers. Chapter Four discusses the implications of
the research for community engagement practitioners, nonprofit organizations, and researchers.
Additional implications for required service, as well as enhancing the volunteer experience are
also addressed.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review
At its core, volunteerism implies giving freely of one’s time and ability, without financial
compensation, for the betterment of others (“Definition of Volunteering,” n.d.). The question of
why people volunteer—giving of their time and abilities to further an organization’s mission—
has been widely discussed. Furthermore, a particular set of scholars have sought to answer why
undergraduate students volunteer, especially at twice the rate of their non-college attending peers
(Corporation for National and Community Service, 2016). Research on undergraduate student
motivations to volunteer has been used to better inform volunteer recruitment and retention
efforts by both higher education institutions and community organizations. This chapter aims to
review and discuss relevant literature on volunteer motivations, which include the functional
approach to volunteer motivation, categories of volunteer motivations, instruments used by
researchers to determine motivations, and specific literature on undergraduate student
motivations. The chapter concludes with identifying the gaps in relevant literature and how this
research project aims to address said gaps.
The Functional Approach to Volunteer Motivation
At the center of research on motivations to volunteer is a study by Clary et al. (1998),
which applied the functional approach to volunteering. According to Katz (1960), the functional
approach is rooted in two concepts: 1) human behavior (such as volunteering) is motivated by
different needs and goals, and 2) people may exhibit similar behaviors for different reasons (as
cited Clary et al., 1998). Applying this approach to volunteer motivations, Clary et al. (1998)
found that study participants (i.e., volunteers) engaged in the same or similar volunteer activities
for different reasons. The authors sorted these reasons, or the psychological functions fulfilled by
volunteering, into six categories: values, understanding, social, career, protective, and
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enhancement (Clary et al., 1998). The six functions served by volunteering defined by Clary et
al. (1998)—also referred to as categories of volunteer motivations—are summarized in Table 1.
Table 1. Functions Served by Volunteering
Function

Volunteering allows the individual to…

Values

Express values related to altruistic and humanitarian concerns for others.

Understanding

Increase knowledge and perspective. The chance to exercise knowledge,
skills, and abilities that might otherwise go unpracticed.

Social

Be with friends and family while volunteering, and to create new
relationships.

Career

Prepare for a career (e.g., resume building) and build professional skills (e.g.,
communication and task management skills).

Protective

Protect oneself from negative feelings (e.g., reduce guilt from being more
fortunate than others) and address personal problems (e.g., volunteer to heal
from current or past issues).

Enhancement

Personal growth and development (e.g., increased self-esteem or self-worth).

Volunteer Function Inventory. Clary et al. (1998) created an instrument, the Volunteer
Function Inventory (VFI), to measure the six functions of volunteering; their study affirmed the
VFI as a reliable and valid measure of the functions served by volunteering. Prior to the VFI,
most studies were either theoretical and untested or assumed the validity of a given instrument
(Cnaan & Goldberg-Glen, 1999). The VFI asked participants to rate their agreement or
disagreement with 30 statements (each tied to a function of volunteering) using a Likert scale.
Since Clary et al.’s work was published in 1998, the VFI (or a similar version) has been used to
measure volunteer motivations across organizations and activities, such as those performed by
crisis hotline volunteers (Aguirre & Bolton, 2013) and volunteers serving outside the United
States (Otoo & Amuquandoh, 2014). Authors have also questioned if motivations differ among
specific types of volunteers (e.g., undergraduate students and women) (Malin et al., 2015).
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Additionally, the VFI has been used to measure motivations to volunteer in different countries,
like Chinese (Li, Wu, & Kee, 2016) and Australian (Esmond & Dunlop, 2014) volunteers.
Prominent Findings and Categories of Volunteer Motivations
Researchers have often disagreed about the classification and number of motivational
categories impacting the decision to volunteer; however, most agree that volunteer motives are
either altruistic or non-altruistic, and that altruism is the most important motivation (Frisch &
Gerrard, 1981; Horton-Smith, 1981; Aguirre & Bolton, 2013; Otoo & Amuquandoh, 2016; Butt,
Hou, Soomro, & Maran, 2017). Frisch and Gerrard (1981) identified this difference as altruism
and egotism. Additional literature, including Clary et al. (1998), divided volunteer motivations
into several categories, which include, but are not limited to: egotistic, values, social, and career
motivations. Some authors have expanded the number of volunteer motivations up to 10
categories (Esmond & Dunlop, 2004). The following section continues the discussion with a
review of prominent authors and their contributions to the field, and concludes with a deeper
drive into the reasons undergraduate students volunteer.
Relevant authors and contributions. Several researchers have added to the discourse on
motivations to volunteer. Horton-Smith (1981) contributed to the field by defining altruistic and
egotistic motivations in terms of the benefits and rewards received from each. Egotistic (or selfserving) motivations are associated with tangible rewards, such as enhanced job skills or social
benefits, whereas altruistic motivations are associated with more intangible rewards that result
from the feeling of helping others (Horton-Smith, 1981). Social influences, a third source of
motivation identified by Fitch (1987), were a noteworthy motivation among adolescents and
college students. A study by Butt et al. (2017) sought to reclassify and expand upon the work of
Clary et al. (1998). The authors applied the functional approach and amended the VFI (Volunteer
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Function Inventory) to sort volunteer motivations into four overarching categories [affiliation
(social), beliefs (values), career development, and egotistic]—also referred to as the ABCE
model of volunteer motivation (Butt et al., 2017). Compared to Clary et al.’s six functions, the
ABCE model combined career and understanding into one category, and expanded beliefs to
include values and religious beliefs (Butt et al., 2017).
Cnaan and Goldberg-Glen (1999), who examined the motivations of human services
volunteers, challenged previous classifications of volunteer motivations and proposed a single
scale or continuum on which to sort volunteer motivations. The authors asserted that since the
ultimate goal of volunteering is to do good, motivations should be on a unidimensional scale
(Cnaan & Goldberg-Glen, 1999). According to Cnaan and Goldberg-Glen (1999), volunteers are
both altruistic (selfless) and egotistic (selfish), and volunteer for a mix of reasons. The authors
articulated, “volunteers act not from a single motive or a category of motives but from a
combination of motives. . . . they not only give but they get back some type of reward or
satisfaction” (Cnaan & Goldberg-Glen, 1999, p. 281).
A study of Australian volunteers by Esmond and Dunlop (2004) identified 10 categories
of volunteer motivations. The authors—utilizing an amended VFI—added the categories of
reciprocity (or the process of equal exchange) and recognition (or being acknowledged for
contributions), and divided social motivations into two categories: social (being influenced to
volunteer by others, such as friends and family) and social interaction (building social networks).
The authors also noted the emergence (and called for further research) of religious, societal, and
governmental factors (e.g., being motivated to volunteer because of religious values or belief that
the government fails to effectively address social issues) (Esmond & Dunlop, 2004). The review
of literature, with a broad focus on general volunteers, revealed altruistic and non-altruistic
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motivations to volunteer, as well as several categories of volunteer motivations. Additionally, the
complexity and connectedness of volunteer motivations became clear. With a narrowed focus on
undergraduate students, the narrative continues with an examination of college students’
motivations to volunteer.
Undergraduate Student Motivations to Volunteer
Similar to studies on general volunteers, most authors suggest that undergraduate students
are driven to volunteer for several reasons (not a single reason), and that altruism has the greatest
influence on decisions to volunteer (McCabe, White, & Obst, 2007; Handy et al., 2010; Gage &
Thapa, 2012; Moore et al., 2014). However, some authors insist that non-altruistic or self-serving
motivations have the greatest influence on undergraduate decisions to volunteer (Fitch, 1987;
Holdsworth, 2010). Quantitative data collection methods (mostly surveys) saturate the literature.
Noticing this preference, Holdsworth (2010) utilized qualitative interviews to collect data; her
findings support the complex nature of volunteer motivations as participants displayed high
levels of agreement with all motivations to volunteer. The following paragraphs take a deeper
dive into the altruistic and non-altruistic motivations impacting undergraduate student decisions
to volunteer.
Altruistic motivations. Defined as “unselfish regard for or devotion to the welfare of
others” (“Altruism,” n.d., para. 1), altruism embraces the democratic purpose of higher education
discussed at the beginning of this paper. Volunteerism, often supported by institutions of higher
education through service-learning courses and community engagement offices, allows students
to contribute to the welfare of society. Altruism has emerged as the greatest influence on
undergraduate student decisions to volunteer. Supported by McCabe et al. (2007), a comparison
of volunteers and non-volunteers found values and understanding (i.e., altruistic motivations) to
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be the most influential volunteer motivations. Values that drive volunteer activity include
humanitarian and selfless concern for others (Clary et al., 1998). Finding similar importance
among student motivations to volunteer, Malin et al. (2015), divided altruistic motivations
(referred to as moral motivations) into two categories: helping (action to help others) and values
(morals and beliefs about society). Butt et al. (2017) supported the importance of religious
motivations on decisions to volunteer, as religious values stress the significance of serving
others.
Understanding. Institutions of higher education have the potential to create
environments where learning takes place both in and outside of the classroom—volunteering is
one path to education outside of the classroom. Clary et al. (1998) described understanding as the
knowledge (and perspective) gained through service. Gage and Thapa (2012), who combined
values and understanding into one category, found values and understanding to be the most
important motivations impacting college students’ decisions to volunteer. The authors noted the
altruistic potential of understanding, as volunteers are exposed to valuable learning opportunities
in which they can learn about a new culture, the world, and people different from themselves
(Gage & Thapa, 2012).
Egotistic motivations. People who are most motivated by the benefits received from
volunteering, above helping others, are driven by egotistic motivations (also seen as self-serving
or selfish motivations) (Holdsworth & Quinn, 2010). Clary et al. (1998) identified two volunteer
motivations connected to the ego: protective and enhancement. As Butt et al. (2017) remind,
“both are related to the ego, with one focusing on protecting the ego and the other on enhancing
it” (p. 598). Morrow-Howell and Mui (1989) suggested calling this dimension material
motivations, reiterating the concept of gaining something from volunteering.
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Holdsworth and Quinn (2010) found that undergraduate students were motivated to
volunteer for egotistic reasons, specifically, career (gaining professional skills) and social
(fostering relationships/networks) motivations. Additionally, Garver, Divine, and Spralls (2009)
found that the type of volunteer activity greatly impacted the student’s decisions to volunteer
(not selfless concern for others), and that the volunteer activity was usually related to the
student’s major or area of interest. Given the broad definition of egotistic motivations (being
motivated by the benefits gained from involvement), the argument can be made that all nonaltruistic motivations fall under the purview of egotistic motivations. In Fitch’s (1987) study,
egotistic motivations were the primary reasons undergraduate students volunteered. Supporting
the importance of egotistic motivations, Gage and Thapa (2012) found that many students started
volunteering for altruistic motivations, but continued volunteering for egotistic reasons. The
research continues with an analysis of two popular (and egotistic) motivations to volunteer:
social and career motivations.
Social motivations. The research supports the role of social motivations, also referred to
as affiliation and social networks, on decisions to volunteer (Martinez & McMullin, 2004;
Corporation for National and Community Service, 2005; Gage & Thapa, 2012; Butt et al., 2017).
Gage and Thapa (2012)—finding that young adults were concerned about (and influenced by)
peer opinions— shared the importance of social motivations on college students’ decisions to
volunteer. Accordingly, the authors challenged the importance of altruistic motivations on
decisions to volunteer:
This finding may be an indication that the items represented by the values and
understanding function (altruistic in nature) are not as important to the individual as
reported. Rather, they are perceived as being important to those around the individual and
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by volunteering, the individual is able to improve the way others perceive them. (Gage &
Thapa, 2012, p. 424)
According to Francis (2011), social motivations (including social norms) influence modern
students more than previous generations. Additionally, the author observed that students were
more likely to volunteer if they observed a parent, sibling, or close friend volunteer (Francis,
2011). Findings from the Corporation for National and Community Service (2005) supported
that students were more likely to volunteer when connected to the community through social
networks (e.g., family, religious congregations, and schools). Moreover, Francis (2011)
recommended: 1) messaging volunteering as the “normal” thing to do, and 2) highlighting the
rewards of volunteering (e.g., career preparation, increased social networks, and feeling good
about oneself because of volunteering) after the student has been recruited by social motivations.
Career motivations. Career motivations to volunteer (i.e., gaining experience for future
employment) were an important factor for undergraduate students in several studies (Martinez &
McMullin, 2004; Holdsworth, 2010; Holdsworth & Quinn, 2010; Bacter & Marc, 2016; Butt et
al., 2017). Bacter and Marc (2016) noted that volunteering allows the student to learn through
action, which helps to develop professional skills and competencies. Astin and Sax (1998)
supported the impact of volunteering on skill development, as students who volunteered were
more likely than non-volunteers to have leadership, social, critical thinking, and conflict
management skills. Although skill development can occur while volunteering, Handy et al.
(2010) warned against the commitment of volunteers primarily motivated by career goals.
According to the authors, students motivated for career purposes volunteered less frequently and
committed fewer hours in comparison to students with other motivations, such as values and
understanding (Handy et al., 2010). Additionally, participants (i.e., undergraduate students) were
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initially motivated to volunteer for career purposes, but continued to volunteer for values and
understanding reasons (Handy et al., 2010). McCabe et al. (2007), surveying both undergraduate
student volunteers and non-volunteers, found that non-volunteers rated the career function as
more important than current volunteers. Holdsworth (2010) supported that student motivations
may change over time, and added that students motivated by the career function sought out more
structured activities.
Required volunteering. This chapter began with defining volunteering as giving freely
of one’s time and ability, without financial compensation, for the betterment of others
(“Definition of Volunteering,” n.d.). Considering this definition, it would be easy to overlook
that some students are actually required to volunteer (such as for a class or extracurricular
organization). In addition, some students receive financial compensation for their service, as is
the case with certain scholarship programs (e.g., Bonner Scholars Program1) and Federal WorkStudy.2 There has been an increasing interest among researchers to understand the impacts
(benefits and detriments) of required volunteer service on students. According to Ghose and
Kassam (2014), the student’s decision to volunteer may be guided by structural forces (those
requiring or highly favoring volunteering). Consequently, students required to volunteer may
decrease or cease volunteer involvement once the requirement ends (Ghose & Kassam, 2014).
Specific to volunteering as part of a class, Beehr, LeGro, and Porter (2010), found that required
volunteers reported less intrinsic motivations than non-required volunteers. The authors

1

Bonner Scholars Programs endowed by the Corella & Bertram F. Bonner Foundation provide a scholarship (e.g.,
tuition remission and stipends) to students in exchange for weekly commitment to service with a local community
organization (“Apply to be a Bonner,” n.d.).
2

Federal Work-Study provides part-time jobs for undergraduate and graduate students with financial need, allowing
students to earn money to help pay for education expenses. The program encourages community service work
(“Work-Study Jobs,” n.d.).
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identified intrinsic or internal motivations as, “rewards ‘administered’ by the students
themselves, without accompanying rewards from others [e.g., grades]” (Beehr et al., 2010, p.
277). Accordingly, required volunteering can impact decisions to volunteer (and at varying levels
of importance).
Summary
Researchers have often relied on the functional approach, and instruments such as the
Volunteer Function Inventory (VFI), to examine motivations to volunteer. Scholars sorted these
motivations into specific categories, which originated from the psychological functions served by
volunteering. Altruistic and non-altruistic (or egotistic) motivations summarize these
motivations. In seeking to identify why volunteers give freely of themselves to inform
recruitment and retention practices, authors have identified anywhere from one to ten categories
of volunteer motivations. Specific to undergraduate students, the research maintains that
altruistic motivations (such as values and understanding) mostly influence students’ decisions to
volunteer; however, researchers have tested and supported the importance of non-altruistic
motivations, such as social and career motivations. Additionally, some studies supported that
non-altruistic motivations were more influential than altruistic motivations to volunteer. Special
attention has been paid to the interplay of volunteer motivations, as researchers strongly agreed
that college students were motivated to volunteer for several reasons, rather than single
motivation. Additionally, motivations may change over time, as different motivations can impact
the student’s decision to continue volunteering. Reference was made to the role of required (or
highly encouraged) volunteering on college students, making mention to one of many systematic
factors influencing decisions to volunteer.
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Characterized by a heavy reliance on student participation, high levels of student-teacher
interaction, and cross disciplinary collaboration, liberal arts colleges uniquely prepare students to
become active citizens of democracy (i.e., the original purpose of higher education). Despite its
advantages, only a small percentage of higher education institutions in the United States are
liberal arts colleges.3 Consequently, there is a lack of research specifically addressing the
motivations to volunteer among these students. This study aims to fill the current gap in research
with a careful analysis of motivations to volunteer among undergraduate students in a liberal arts
college. Employing the functional approach, this project was designed to collect and analyze
quantitative information to understand why this population of undergraduate students volunteer.
To collect the data, an electronic survey was administered to students who volunteered in Fall
2017 and/or Spring 2018 through the university’s civic engagement office. This information can
be used to inform recruitment practices of institutions of higher education (specifically, the
functions of staff and/or departments devoted to community service or engagement), and those
community organizations reliant on volunteer work. The next chapter details the researcher’s
methods and findings.

3

There over 1,800 colleges and universities in the United States and approximately 233 are liberal arts
colleges (“National Liberal Arts Colleges,” 2017).
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Chapter 3: Methods and Findings
This chapter details the study’s methods and findings, with an overview of the sample,
recruitment, data collection, and data analysis. Students who had volunteered were asked to take
an online survey to help answer the central research question of why undergraduate students in a
private liberal arts college volunteer.
Methods
Sample. The sample for this study was a convenience sample of undergraduate students
from a private liberal arts college in Richmond, Virginia that had recently volunteered (Fall 2017
and/or Spring 2018). Located six miles from downtown Richmond, Virginia’s capital city, the
sample university is a suburban campus located on 350 acres. In academic year 2017-2018, the
university had approximately 3,000 undergraduate students, with a gender distribution of 47%
male and 53% female. A majority of undergraduate students (58%) were white/Caucasian—the
most represented races/ethnicities were Hispanic/Latino (8%), Asian (8%), and Black or AfricanAmerican (6%). Undergraduate students came from 47 states, Washington, D.C., and 71
countries—9% of undergraduates were international students and 20% were from Virginia.
Eighty-eight undergraduate students completed the online survey. Participants were asked
a series of demographics questions (e.g., gender and race/ethnicity). The results of these
questions are provided in Table 2. Of those students, 78% were female and 22% were male. Each
academic year was represented in the sample, with freshman students representing 32% of
respondents (27% were sophomores, 23% were juniors, and 18% were seniors). Additionally, an
array of academic majors were represented in the study, including, but not limited to: business,
leadership, science, and law. A majority of respondents were white/Caucasian (65%)—
Asian/Pacific Islander (14%) and Black or African American (10%) were the second and third
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most represented ethnicities. The distribution of volunteers based on race/ethnicity allude to
higher volunteer rates by Asian/Pacific Islanders and Black or African-Americans, which make
up 8% and 6% of the undergraduate student population.
Table 2. Demographics of Survey Participants
Demographic

% (n)

Sex
Male
Female
Academic Year
Freshman
Sophomore
Junior
Senior
Race/Ethnicity
American Indian/Native American
Asian/Pacific Islander
Black or African American
Hispanic or Latino
White/Caucasian
Multiple ethnicity
Other
(South Asian, Indian)
Prefer not to answer

21.59% (n=19)
78.41% (n=69)
31.82% (n=28)
27.27% (n=24)
22.73% (n=20)
18.18% (n=16)
0% (n=0)
13.64% (n=12)
10.23% (n=9)
3.41% (n=3)
64.77% (n=57)
4.55% (n=4)
2.27% (n=2)
1.14% (n=1)

Previous studies have identified race/ethnicity and gender as factors related to a higher likelihood
of volunteering. According to Cruce and Moore’s (2007) study, African American, Latino, and
Asian American students were more likely to volunteer than Caucasian students, and females
were more likely to volunteer than males. The demographics of the study’s sample support the
prevalence of more female volunteers than male, and more minority volunteers.
Instrument. An online survey created in Qualtrics4 was used for data collection. Survey
questions included demographic questions (e.g., class standing and gender), questions about the
respondent’s volunteer work (e.g., time spent volunteering each week), and questions about the
respondent’s motivations to volunteer (see Appendix A for survey questions). To determine

4

Qualtrics is a software that enables users to collect and analyze data. The University of Richmond has a
subscription to Qualtrics.
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volunteer motivations, the survey inquired if the student volunteered because of a requirement,
such as for a scholarship program or class requirement. Additionally, the student was asked to
respond to a series of statements (using a Likert scale) about his or her volunteer motivations,
such as “I volunteer because I want to help meet a community need” or “I volunteer because my
friends and/or family volunteer.” The scale ranged from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree.”
The statements were: 1) adapted from the Clary et al.’s (1998) Volunteer Function Inventory
(VFI) and/or 2) informed by motivations to volunteer found in the literature. Each statement was
associated with one of nine categories of volunteer motivations: values, understanding, social,
career, protective, enhancement, requirement, recognition, and religion. An explanation of each
category and supporting authors is detailed below (Table 3). Furthermore, Appendix B lists each
statement and its associated category of volunteer motivation.
Table 3. Categories of Volunteer Motivations
Category

Volunteering allows the individual to …

Supporting Authors

Express values related to altruistic and humanitarian concerns
for others.
Increase knowledge and perspective. The chance to exercise
knowledge, skills, and abilities that might otherwise go
unpracticed.

Clary et al. (1998)

Social

Be with friends and family while volunteering, and to create
new relationships.

Clary et al. (1998)

Prepare for a career (e.g., resume building) and build
professional skills (e.g., communication and task management
skills).

Clary et al. (1998)

Career

Protective

Protect oneself from negative feelings (e.g., reduce guilt from
being more fortunate than others) and address personal
problems (e.g., volunteer to heal from current or past issues).

Enhancement

Grow and develop the oneself (e.g., personal growth and
increased self-esteem or self-worth).

Requirement

Satisfy an external demand (e.g., scholarship program or class).

Recognition

To be acknowledged for contributions and talents.

Values
Understanding

Clary et al. (1998)

Clary et al. (1998)

Clary et al. (1998)
Holdsworth (2010)
Ghose & Kassam
(2014)
Beehr et al. (2010)
Esmond & Dunlop
(2004)
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To express altruistic values instilled by religion/ religious
affiliations.
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Esmond & Dunlop
(2004)

Recruitment. Survey participants were contacted by email on Friday, March 2, 2018, to
complete an online survey about their motivations to volunteer. The online survey was emailed
to 452 students and yielded 88 responses (a 20% response rate). These email addresses were
attained through the university’s civic engagement office, specifically the volunteer registration
reports from Fall 2017 and Spring 2018. According to the office’s reports, approximately 400
students volunteered each semester. The office has relationships with 68 community
organizations (government and nonprofit) in the Richmond area, in which students can volunteer
(“Explore our Community Organizations,” n.d.). Email messaging was approved as part of the
university’s IRB (Institutional Review Board) approval process.
Limitations. The survey was administered to a subset of students—those who registered
to volunteer through the university’s civic engagement office (convenience sample). Therefore, a
baseline of students who do not volunteer was not established. Additionally, the researcher
acknowledges that students engage in sporadic (or random) volunteering or may volunteer
through an extracurricular organization (e.g., athletics and Greek life) without registering with
the university’s civic engagement office. Consequently, those volunteers were not intentionally
included in the sample. In terms of demographics (e.g., distribution of gender and race/ethnicity),
the sample was not a true representation of the university’s undergraduate population as more
females took the survey than males—78% of survey respondents were female, whereas females
made up 52% of the university’s undergraduate student population.

Data Analysis
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Data collected from the online survey was analyzed using Qualtrics and Microsoft Word.
For quantitative questions, a bar chart and table were generated by Qualtrics to show the number
of responses and percentages for each answer. To analyze the answers to qualitative questions,
the data was examined in Microsoft Word. Data from the qualitative responses were analyzed to
count the number of times a particular answer was mentioned. From this data, themes were
identified and counted for how frequently they were mentioned. Example quantitative and
qualitative questions are listed in the figure below (Figure 1).
Figure 1. Examples of Survey Questions
Type of Question
Quantitative

Example of Question
How many semesters have you volunteered (including this semester) during your
undergraduate career?
[]
[]
[]
[]
[]
1
2
3
4
5 or more
Are you currently part of a course, scholarship program, and/or extracurricular
organization that requires you to volunteer?
[]
[]
Yes
No

Qualitative

What would have enhanced your volunteer experience? ____________
What is your major or intended area of study? ____________

Findings
Supporting Astin and Sax’s (1998) finding that volunteer experience in high school was
the biggest predictor of volunteering in college, a majority of survey participants (94%) indicated
having volunteer experience prior to college and almost all participants were current volunteers
(97%). Additionally, 99% of participants indicated an intent to volunteer in the future. Regarding
time commitment, 97% of participants engaged in regular service (not sporadic) each week.
Nearly half of the participants volunteered 2-4 hours each week, followed by 8-10 and 5-7 hours.
Figure 2 details time spent volunteering each week (in hours). Moore et al. (2014) reported
similar findings among college students, with an average of four volunteer hours each week.
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Figure 2. Volunteer Time Commitment (in hours)

Respondents included both new and more seasoned volunteers (regarding volunteering while in
college); however, most respondents had volunteered two or more semesters—36% had
volunteered two semesters, and 30% had volunteered five or more semesters. Figure 3 details
number of volunteer semesters, which included the participant’s current semester of
volunteering.
Figure 3. Number of Volunteer Semesters
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Additionally, participants volunteered with an assortment of organizations; most served with
education and mentoring organizations (49%), followed by healthcare or public health (10%) and
college access and readiness (10%). Table 4 details the organizations in which participants
volunteered. Similar to Bacter and Marc (2016), the authors found education and healthcare
organizations to be popular among student volunteers (also supported by Moore et al., 2014).
Table 4. Participant Volunteer Organizations
Volunteer Organization
Education and mentoring (e.g., tutoring)

% (n)
49.21% (n=62)

Healthcare or public health
College access and readiness
Diversity and multiculturalism
Arts and culture
Government and law
Sustainability or food access
Working with individuals with disabilities
Criminal justice
Economic/workforce development and financial literacy
Housing and homelessness

10.32% (n=13)
9.52% (n=12)
7.94% (n=10)
3.17% (n=4)
3.17% (n=4)
3.17% (n=4)
3.17% (n=4)
2.38% (n=3)
1.59% (n=2)
0.79% (n=1)

Required volunteering. Regarding required participation, 69% of respondents were
members of a course, scholarship program, and/or extracurricular organization that required
volunteering. Of those students, 40% were members of a scholarship program, 32% were part of
an extracurricular organization, and 28% were enrolled in a community-based or service-learning
course.
Motivations to volunteer. Using a Likert scale ranging from “strongly agree” to
“strongly disagree,” survey participants responded to a series of statements about why they
volunteer. Each statement aligned with one of nine categories of volunteer motivations: values,
understanding, social, career, protective, enhancement, requirement, recognition, and religion.
The following figure (Figure 4) contains each category and to the degree in which survey
participants agreed, disagreed, or neither agreed or disagreed (neutral) with each categorical
statement.
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Figure 4. Participant Motivations to Volunteer

As shown in Figure 4, participants most agreed and strongly agreed with values (96%),
understanding (91%), and enhancement (75%) statements, and least agreed (or most disagreed
and strongly disagreed) with recognition (16%), protective (35%), and requirement (39%)
statements. Appendix C contains a review of each statement and the participants’ degree of
agreement, disagreement, and neutrality with each statement. These findings support relevant
literature on the topic, such as Moore et al. (2014), that found values and understanding to be the
most important motivations to volunteer among college students.
Volunteer experience. Participants were asked the open-ended question, “What would
have enhanced your volunteer experience?” Responses ranged from “wanting more time to
volunteer” to “space to reflect on service with other volunteers.” Six themes emerged from the
analysis of this question: time, transportation, site-specific, social, understanding, and
opportunities. The following table (Table 5) details each theme along with sample responses.
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Table 5. “What would have enhanced your volunteer experience?”
Theme

Description

Responses (Sample)

Time

Respondents were vocal about
wanting more time to volunteer.
Several mentioned time constraints
because of academics and
extracurricular activities.

“Doing it [volunteer] more often, however my
class and work schedule conflict with the
volunteering schedule.”

Students noted a barrier to service
was transportation, sharing the
university’s shuttles did not run
enough or did not go to their
service site.

“The school does not really help you find
transportation to your service site that fits into
your schedule. You have to find a way to mold
to them which can be close to impossible.”

Transportation

“My volunteer experience was great, but it had
to be cut out this semester due to the other
demands I faced with classes and
extracurricular [activities]. More time would
have allowed to me to volunteer more this
semester.”

“If I had access to personal transportation,
then this would have expanded my volunteer
search.”
Site-specific

Social

Participants described needs
specific to their service site, such as
training and more contact with their
supervisor.

Participants voiced a desire to build
or strengthen relationships with
service recipients and/or other
volunteers.

“Better cooperation with the site coordinators
that we try to volunteer with/for.”
“Constant feedback from my supervisors.”
“…periodic check ins with my supervisor.”
“Getting to know other people that volunteer
at the same place.”
“Building stronger relationships.” ”
“Direct interaction with people I help.”

Understanding

Opportunities

Participants expressed a desire to
reflect on their service and to
connect their volunteer work to
current events. Additionally,
volunteers wanted a better
understanding of the community
and populations served.

“Tying my volunteer work to current
events/awareness of related policies.”

Participants shared wanting to be
better utilized and to have different
or a greater variety of volunteer
activities and tasks.

“If I could help a greater variety of people
doing a greater variety of activities.”

“Maybe more time to reflect on service with
other volunteers.”
“More knowledge in the area I am serving in
and the population I am serving with.”

“Allowing me to actually do more during
volunteering. Sometimes volunteers aren't
really allowed to do much which is
frustrating.”
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Conclusion
This study found that undergraduate students in a liberal arts college were motivated to
volunteer for a mixture of reasons, which included altruistic (e.g., values) and egotistic (e.g.,
enhancement) motivations. Participants most agreed with values, understanding, enhancement,
career, and social motivations, and least agreed with recognition, protective, and requirement
motivations. A majority of study participants had previous volunteer experience and indicated a
desire to volunteer in the future. Respondents provided a wealth of information about what
would enhance their volunteer experience (and reduce barriers), which included time,
transportation, and service site needs. The following chapter discusses the study’s significance
and future implications.
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Chapter 4: Discussion

Introduction
Heavy reliance on student participation, high levels of student-teacher interaction, and
cross disciplinary collaboration distinctively describe a liberal arts education. Accordingly,
liberal arts students are uniquely prepared to be valuable community members (i.e., active
citizens of democracy). Volunteering provides one such avenue for students to develop into
active citizens. Where learning takes place outside of the classroom, volunteering allows the
community to become the student’s instructor. Additionally, due to the reciprocal nature of these
relationships, institutions and community organizations benefit from the students’ contributions
(e.g., service provision and educational outcomes). With benefits to multiple stakeholders
(students, intuitions, and communities), academia has sought to understand why students
volunteer. More specifically, this study sought to enhance the discourse by examining
motivations to volunteer in a private liberal arts college. To gather more information about this
topic, this research identified the relevant literature on motivations to volunteer, with a focus on
undergraduate college students. Subsequently, an online survey was distributed to undergraduate
students that had recently volunteered. Following an analysis of the survey responses, several
themes were identified related to the research question. The implications for these findings are
discussed in the following paragraphs.
Implications for Research
This study aimed to understand undergraduate student motivations to volunteer by
measuring participant agreement with the following motivations: values, understanding, social,
career, protective, enhancement, requirement, recognition, and religion. Participants indicated
agreement with several motivations to volunteer—reinforcing Cnaan and Goldberg-Glen’s
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(1991) claim that people volunteer for multiple reasons (also supported by Holdsworth, 2010;
Handy et al., 2010). Participants most agreed with values, understanding, and enhancement
motivations, followed by career and social motivations, and least agreed with recognition,
protective, and requirement motivations. Compatible with Ghose and Kassam’s (2014) and
Handy et al.’s (2010) findings, students were motivated to volunteer for altruistic (values),
understanding, and egotistic reasons (e.g., career and social motivations). Enhancement emerged
as a notable motivation in this study, thus supporting Holdsworth’s (2010) findings in which the
author found enhancement (referred to as self-confidence) to be a significant motivation to
volunteer among college students. Overall, these findings support academic research on the topic
and add to the discussion specific to undergraduate students in a liberal arts college.
Implications for Volunteer Recruitment
Understanding why undergraduate students volunteer can inform volunteer recruitment
efforts—for both the nonprofit sector and higher education. Considering these findings,
recruitment efforts (specifically messaging) should emphasize the most influential motivations to
volunteer, which this study identified as: values, understanding, enhancement, career, and social.
Additionally, recruitment efforts should avoid the least desirable motivations to volunteer:
recognition, protective, and requirement. This section continues with a deeper look at the
implications for volunteer recruitment within institutions and nonprofit organizations.
Implications for institutions of higher education. Since students are motivated to
volunteer for multiple reasons, community engagement practitioners (which include faculty and
staffs) should recruit volunteers by appealing to both the student’s selfless and selfish
motivations. For example, staffs could message volunteering as a way to demonstrate
humanitarian beliefs (i.e., values motivations); understand complex social issues, such as
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homelessness and educational inequity (i.e., understanding motivation); develop into intentional
and active community members (i.e., enhancement motivation); build valuable professional
skills (i.e., career motivation); and foster relationships with others (i.e., social motivation). These
recruitment messages can be delivered in person through small and large group information
sessions and through one-on-one advising meetings, and electronically through e-mail and social
media platforms (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, and Snapchat). Furthermore, the student’s peers should
be utilized to communicate these messages given the presence of social motivations in the study.
Volunteer recruitment should not be limited to faculty and staff directly involved with
service-learning and community engagement since motivations to volunteer naturally align with
departments and groups within the institution. Appropriately, departments and student-led groups
should publicize the functions served by volunteering to recruit non-volunteers (i.e., students
who do not currently volunteer). For example, career services could advertise volunteering as a
way to build professional skills (i.e., career motivation) and extracurricular clubs could promote
volunteering with peers and/or highlight the opportunity to build new relationships to increase
participation (i.e., social motivation). Supported by Smith et al. (2010), the authors
recommended associating volunteering with career opportunities to recruit more student
volunteers. Additionally, civic and community engagement (i.e., the democratic purpose of
higher education) should be weaved into the institution’s fabric (and felt at all levels)—evident
by mission and value statements, as well as in policy and practice (supported by Atkins and Hart,
2003).
Implications for nonprofit organizations. Volunteers support the missions of nonprofit
organizations through a variety of tasks, such as capacity-building activities (e.g., development
and marketing) and direct service (e.g., mentoring). Typically, nonprofit organizations cannot
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financially compensate their volunteers. Therefore, to effectively recruit volunteers and further
its mission, nonprofit organizations must understand the factors that motivate students to
volunteer. For example, nonprofit organizations should advertise volunteer opportunities with
messages and images that feature the prominent motivations to volunteer, such as values and
understanding (e.g., “Become a tutor and help improve the academic performance of
underserved children” or “Want to understand the challenges facing healthcare in your
community? Volunteer as a scribe with our free clinic”). These messages can be delivered in
person (by organizational staff and/or current student volunteers) at volunteer recruitment fairs
and university events, and through print, digital, and social media platforms.
Implications for Required Volunteering
While a majority of survey respondents were required to volunteer—69% were members
of a course, scholarship program, and/or extracurricular organization that required
volunteering—only 39% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that required service was a
motivation to volunteer. Although required service can impact decisions to volunteer, it was not
a principal motivation for students in this study. This finding may be used to support ending
mandatory service. Supported by Ghose and Kassam (2014), the authors warned that students
required to volunteer may decrease or cease volunteer involvement once the requirement ends.
Additionally, Beehr et al. (2010) found less internal motivations in required volunteers than nonrequired volunteers. Simply, required volunteering may impact the student’s future involvement
with service and foster reliance on external motivations to volunteer (e.g., grades and financial
support) over internal motivations (e.g., values and understanding). As active citizens, students
should volunteer (and/or engage in other forms of civic engagement) without external controls—
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after all, external motivations will likely end, as is the case with participation in a communitybased learning class or membership in an undergraduate organization.
In some instances (e.g., federal work study and scholarship programs), service may be
required in exchange for financial compensation (although such entities should reconsider
required service given these findings). Nonetheless, if the expectation to volunteer does remain,
it should not be the focus of the student’s volunteer experience. Instead, the more central
motivations to volunteer (e.g., values, understanding, and enhancement) should be highlighted in
messaging and in course or program-related assignments (e.g., presentations and reflection
papers). For example, students in a scholarship program should be guided to reflect on their
volunteer experience. This may take the form of a journaling exercise or a conversation with a
program staff about the student’s impact on the community organization, the organization’s
impact on the student, and what the student has learned about the social issues impacting the
community (e.g., college access and healthcare disparity).
Implications for Strengthening the Volunteer Experience (and Reducing Barriers)
Several themes emerged from the open-ended survey question, “What would enhance
your volunteer experience?” Respondents’ answers—which suggested barriers or constraints to
volunteering—were coded and revealed the following themes (in order of importance): time,
transportation, site-specific needs, social, understanding, and opportunities. Supported by Gage
and Thapa (2012), the authors found lack of time as an impediment to volunteering among
college students. Additionally, Smith et al. (2010) shared support for occasional or one-time
service opportunities to address time constraints. Overall, these findings could be used by the
university to enhance the volunteer’s experience (and reduce barriers to volunteering), such as
offering more transportation options or offering more flexible service opportunities (e.g.,
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weekend and nontraditional hours) and with a greater variety of community organizations.
Nonprofit organizations could utilize the findings to address site-specific needs (e.g., regular
communication and support of the volunteer, and opportunities to connect with other volunteers).
Community organizations could also use these findings to tailor volunteer opportunities to
address the students’ concerns and suggestions (supported by Smith et al., 2010; Moore et al.,
2014). Furthermore, because of peer influence (i.e., social motivations) students can be swayed
to volunteer (or not) by the experience of peers; by reducing barriers, students may have more
positive stories to share.
Interestingly, respondents’ answers did not relate to altruism but to understanding, social,
and career motivations. This finding could be used to support Gage and Thapa’s (2012) claim
that students are initially drawn to volunteer for altruistic reasons but continue to volunteer
because of perceived benefits (i.e., egotistic motivations). However, these finding could have
been biased by the question’s design. Respondents were asked to share what they personally
wanted to improve their volunteer experience, which could have prompted more self-serving
than altruistic responses. Ultimately, it is assumed that the barriers were not great enough to
deter volunteering since 99% of respondents indicated an intent to volunteer in the future.
Limitations and Future Research
A review of the study’s limitations and findings support the need for further research on
the motivations to volunteer among college students. One limitation of the study was
generalizability since the sample was taken from one private liberal arts college. Additionally,
respondents selected to take the survey and responses were self-reported, which may be subject
to degrees of bias. Also, students who elected to take the survey may associate with different
motivation(s) different than those who declined to take the survey. Future research should
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analyze the motivations of current volunteers compared to those of non-volunteers (i.e., students
who do not volunteer or who have volunteered in the past but are no longer active). Furthermore,
the long-term impacts of volunteering on civic engagement activities (e.g., voting) should be
examined.
Research on volunteer retention (as this study examined motivations to volunteer, in
general) should be developed to effectively maintain volunteers. Future research should examine
the individual categories of motivation because authors (e.g., Gage & Thapa, 2012) have
supported the importance of social and career motivations on college students. To expand upon
and update the work of Cruce and Moore (2007), motivations of historically underrepresented
students (e.g., women and minorities) should be the focus of further research on volunteer
motivations.
Additional research is recommended to better explore the impact of barriers on volunteer
engagement. Lastly, regular volunteers (not sporadic) were the focus of this study—students who
engage in sporadic or occasional volunteering should be examined. For example, Smith et al.
(2010) examined different types of volunteers, finding that regular student volunteers reported
higher levels of altruistic motivations than other types of volunteers, whereas occasional
volunteers reported higher levels of social motivations.
Conclusion
Consistent with previous research on the topic, these findings suggest that undergraduate
students in a private liberal arts college volunteer for an assortment of reasons (i.e., no sole
reason) and that values, understanding, enhancement, career, and social motivations are the most
influential motivations to volunteer. This speaks to the complexity of volunteer motivations and
that undergraduate volunteers are both selfless and selfish in their decision to volunteer. Current
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volunteers in the study indicated having volunteer experience before coming to college (e.g., in
high school) and a desire to continue volunteering in the future. This implies that previous
volunteer experience impacts future volunteerism and that current volunteers are more likely to
volunteer in the future. Additionally, although required volunteering was a factor in the study,
students did not indicate requirement as a major motivation impacting their decision to volunteer.
Students identified several factors that would enhance (or reduce barriers) to their volunteer
experience. In terms of volunteer recruitment, this study supports reducing barriers to
volunteering (e.g., transportation and types of volunteer opportunities) and catering volunteer
opportunities (and advertisement) to the student’s motivations to effectively recruit volunteers
and enhance the volunteer experience.
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Appendix A

Motivations to Volunteer Survey Questions
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Appendix B

Survey Statements and Associated Function/Category of Volunteer Motivation
“I volunteer because …”
Values

I want to help meet a community need.
I believe volunteering makes the world a better place.

Understanding

It allows me to appreciate the differences in people.
It helps me gain a new perspective on things.

Social

My family and/or friends volunteer.
I want to meet new people/build relationships with others.

Career

I want to build future work skills.
It allows me to explore different career options.

Protective

I have been in difficult positions myself.
It helps me deal with some of my own problems.

Enhancement

It makes me feel like a good person.
It makes me feel useful.

Requirement

It’s a requirement.

Recognition

I want to receive recognition for my volunteer work.

Religion

It fits in with my religious beliefs.
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Appendix C

Participant Reponses to “I volunteer because…” Statements
Motivation
Values
Average

Statement

Neural

Disagreed

1%
6%

1%
0%

3%

1%

88%

10%

3%

94%

6%

0%

91%

8%

1%

It makes me feel like a good person.
It makes me feel useful.

73%
76%
75%

24%
18%
20%

3%
6%
5%

I want to build future work skills.
It allows me to explore different career
options.

70%
55%

22%
23%

8%
22%

63%

23%

15%

31%
82%

33%
14%

36%
4%

56%

24%

20%

It fits in with my religious beliefs

40%
40%

26%
26%

34%
34%

I have been in difficult positions myself.
It helps me deal with some of my own
problems.

38%
33%

20%
26%

42%
41%

35%

23%

42%

I want to help meet a community need.
98%
I believe volunteering makes the world a 94%
better place.
96%

It allows me to appreciate the
differences in people.
Understanding
It helps me gain a new perspective on
things.
Average
Enhancement
Average
Career
Average
Social

My family and/or friends volunteer.
I want to meet new people/build
relationships with others.

Average
Religion
Average
Protective

Agreed

Average
Requirement
Average

It’s a requirement.

39%
39%

19%
19%

42%
42%

Recognition

I want to receive recognition for my
volunteer work.

16%

22%

62%

16%

22%

62%

Average

